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If reséarch on pérsonglity is to be proHuctive:and

18 necessary to make pbiectives explicit and to link

abstractions with common experiences. Six levels of clasgsification

Classification of persons. Level 2 studites attributes. Level 3 is
¢oncerned vith inferred processes. Level 4 studies the processes in
construlng behavior and in making attribuwtions. Level 5 looksg for
/behaviors common to most people. Yevel 6 examines behaviors in

sequence. Generalizability (external validity)
three levels and increases for ¢the remalning ones. Research at the
earlier levels shows little likelihood of developing into a

basic

sclence: the possible degree.of agreement between observersg is

each

-outline these dbjectives. Level 1 inv¥olves the characterization and

s low for the first

person researching in personality:must make explicit ‘his phenomena,

methods and qgoals.
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Abstract. In studying Personality, we are ipter-"
ested in a‘variety'of phenomena_.and we have several ob- -
jectives. In the classiffcation proposed here, Level 1
involves the characterization and classification of

. Ppersons. Level 2 studies attributes. Level 3 'is con-
cerned with inferred proceésses. Level 4 studies the ) .
. processes in construing behavior and in mpking attribu- ‘. "
tions. Level 5 lookg for beHaviors common to most peo- o
ple. Liygl_6 examines behaviors in sequéncew General-
N izability’ (external validity) 18 low for the first three ' /-
levels and increases for the remaining ones. Similarly, ) ¥
research at the earlier levels shows. little likelihood
) of developing finto a basitc s¢ience, in large: part be-~
cause the pogglible degree -of - agreement betwe'en observ-
i ers is limjted there. - Whether this classifichtion seems
dequate or not, each person researching in the area of
gerSOnality must méke‘explicit and public their chosen
..phenomena, methods, and goals.
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Personality.is a topic that intrigues all of us, laymen .
" and prbfessionals alike. Everyone -1s fascinated by people~- : \
. . what .they are like and what makes them do what they do. But as 9
a discipline, Personality psychology 18 a mess. We still don't
know much about the phenomena we seek to understand. We have’
lots of ideas, wmbstly created by reflecting on our personal ex-
perieﬁces.with‘geople,.but few established. facts. As’ a group, ‘
¢ ~ personality psycholégists agrée on vary little: we do not -, :
gshare “‘consensually accepted concepts, we don't have'agreemenp
. on standard methods, and we have fo unanimity on basic proposi-
tiong or 'laws. My evaluation is similar to what Lee Sechrest
. (1976) wrote in the Annual Review of Psychology four yea¥s ago.
Fo As Jim Lamiell.wrote in his prospectus for. this symposium,
* perhaps "the psychology of personality has, collectively speak-
ing, lost sight of its overriding scientiﬁicvobj ctives, or
perhaps . . . tHose objectives were never clearly articulated

in the first place . . ." I am convinced that the latter is = ..
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. ) gﬁﬁ? argued elsewhere (Fiske, 1978, Ch. 1), person-
o ality pgychologists have really been trying to understand their
2r {ences with other people and with themselves. Person-
8 not an object for scientific Investigation: It is a
@ " topic,/ an area, a domain.- ' : ' -

' hat are our salentific objectives in studying personsal--*

ity? [What are the types of impressions, of constructs, and
labells that are the dbjects of our study? Here is a classifi-
catign. Yol will want to modify it or even throw it out qnd’

subsfitute your own. I am less concepped with the adequacy of

(plicated classification than I am with the absolutely es-
+senyial need, if research in personality is to be productive

T , and/make progress--with the ngcessity of making our objectives
explicit, of stating ‘them in a clear form with concrete refer-—
entg so that our abstractions arh linked to our common experi-
enges, if not to consensual obserwvables, ’

Proposed levels. 1In personality, we are interested in a : .
_ variety of phengmeng,” in events, actions, processes, in activ- N
- v i and behavior as experienced by us and by others. [n my o 7

oposed classification, Level 1 involves the characterization

the individual person, the classification of individual
pically for purposes of different treatments as in clinical
d personnel work; in qthér words, for making decisions about
rsons. Examples are the forming of a general impression
out an applicant for graduate study or for a faculty position
emember the good old days when we had positions to £i11?)
ch coarse characterizing does not Fit into imy definition of

iehce; at best, it is empiricad engineering. ‘

Level 2 is the study of attributeg, as {n classical indi-

idual differences research. It is aimed either at identifying i
sic dimensions or at describing the labels that people give ) .
ch other. Examples are the factor analyses of tests’or rat- -
g8~—~80 bopular a decade or two ago. But the search for the
mensions of personality 1§§fuqile: researchars have proposed v

N~ ©® r O T

ny séts of dimensions, bu§ no set seems compelling ' to all tie '
st of us. These attribute »axé so broad and so poorly linked
consensual observables that they never appear in strong re-
tionshlips with any other variables.

Level 3 is the study of* inferred processes in people, look- .o
g for dynamics common to many or most people. Attributing‘a : 5
namics to patients, friends, and enemies is fun--we enjoy, do~ )
g it just as everybne else does. The inferential leaps in’
is approach, however, are too léng and too tenuous to enable .
‘s to Sevelop systematic knowledge at this level.

; |" ~Also at this level is the experimental generation of dy-
- ' nqbic processes in 'laboratory subjects by instructlong, physical ¢
Cooe stimuli, or other stressars. Examples include real ot threat-
.enéd shocks. &lthough the stressors é%hrray's alpha press) are
unambiguous, the subjectivé perceptiod~of them (the beta press,
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the effective QQtérminanta).can only be {nferred.
Level 4 studies the processes in construing behavior and
in making attributions to others, as these processes occur in

- our subjects or-our observers. *Although little definitive

khowledge has been acquired about what does go on in these peo-
Ple when we ask them to make attributions, there is some hope

_for this level of analysis insofar as it emphasizes process and

Ay

not content. - _
Level 5 looks for behaviors common to most people, espe-

cially to people in the same_.situation adapting to ‘the same

stimulif. An example is behavior Imitating that of a model pro-
vided by the investigator, either in the laboratory or in the
New York subway. We have yet to establish the degree to which
these complex phenomena form scientifically useful classes,
rather'ttan being specific to the particular set bf conditions.

. Level 6 studies behaviors,qs they_.occur sequentially,
within the context of other behsviors. Examples can, be found
in human ethology and in the moment-to-moment sequences occur-
ring in face-to-face interac&fbns. Thus, Duncan (Duncan &
Fiske, 1977) has found rulesfabout speaker actions that must
precede the occurrence of smooth exchanges of the speaking
turn; and he and I have founp speaker strategies thgt, 4n 90 to
100X of the interactiomns ve -have studied, increase the likeli-
hood ., that the auditor wiyl'taye the speaking turn (Duncan,
Brunner, & Fiske, 1979). .

It 1s not just lack of time that makes that listing of

levels less than satisfying. 1In the original planning for thig "

sypposium, I had thought that I could identify more explicitly
thege several kinds of Phenomena. I have found that all T can—
do is point to areas of research. I can't point to certain
events, certain replicable,behavior observations and say
"There! That is what People are: studying at this-level." We
don't have these common exemplars, of the' kind that Thomas Kithn
(1970) identified as one aspect of a scientific paradigm, and
we never will have. ~ .

For more adequate identifjcation of these levels, we need
te make explicit not only the phenomena being studied but also
the general method used. We need to spell out the perspective
from which the phenomena are studqied, the type of person pro- -
ducing the data, and the kind of judgment belng made by that
person. (To present a gcomplete picture, we should go even fur-
thur and also identify the goals and values of the investigator,
along with the kind of knowledge\being sought.)

"As soon &3 we look at the perspectives and the types of
data-producer, we see that most of the levels are heterogeneous
in theseé respects. Although this systematic classification of

levels is of some value, it does not give us unified domaingefor

investigation: EKach of the first several levels is itself a
collection of discrete subject-matters--the variation within
. - . . ‘ ¥
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' each of those levels 1is not much smaller than the variation be-
tween them, .
Yet it is clear that the several. levels are differentiated
not only” #n Wwerms of what each studies but also in the method-
ologles fppropriate for daph. In particular, there is the cru-
cial distinction between data oa which 'several observers
(data-producers) agree almost exactly and data somewhat specif-
v #ic to the individual's cognitive agssimilations and 1nterpreta— .
tions. Obseryers can be interchapgeable when they are describ- e
ing brief events (Fiske, 1979) but not when they are making
judgments about sequencks of behavioral events. The brevity
and homogeneity of the behavior associated with each datum are
- the fundamental dimepsions underlying these levels of phenomena
studied, or any other classification of our objects for stuqy.
Pgsychology in general, and even personatity in particular, will,
advance only ‘as we shift from using data where micro-units are
integrated in some mysterious fashion in the heads of our data-
producers to'data where the-inVestigator combines discrete
units in an explicit and replicable manner, :
\ As I said before, other cléssificationé could be developed.
One could be based on the degree d abstraction of the variables ~
used: How mapy steps between the labeled variables and the im-
mediate experience, consensual or individual? Others could be :
bagsed on aspects of the behavior sample taken as sufficient to o ¥
- yield an observatiom, datum, score, rating, or judgment. What ‘
) is the Quration of the behavior sample used? Alternatively, -
what is the degree of heterogeneity of the several physical be-
| haviors included in the behavior sample, either within one con-
secutive sample or in an agglomeration of discrete samples?
I.e., how varied are the topographies of the behaviors (to use
- a word that may be anachronistic)? Again, a clagssification .
' could be based on the communality of meaning, i.e., on the de-, y
gree of agre&ment on -the meanings of the various words, labels,
- and concepts used.. These alternative bases for classifications
quld yield orders" rather comparable to the one I have offered.
The identification of such levels is also important for any’

other reason: the strongest relationships found in empirical ' A
. ‘research will be among variables at the ‘same “level. (Of course, , ‘
¢ven these aren't ‘very strong--we are all familiar withathe .30 : v,
or .35 correlation that is typital of our good positive find- : -

ings.) I have not done the very lengthy job of scholarship nec-
" egsary to provide evidence for that assertioh about strength of
relationships, but it is very highly probable because research
at any one level tends to use the same or similar methods, and
variables measured by the same method covary in part from shared
method variance. 1In a dition, eachylevel tends to work within
~ . similar settings or situatioms, and this communality also con-
© tributes to the likelihood of higher correlations.

) At best, then, we can hope to develop'bodies of knowledge
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. &t each level L but we should not expect much tonnectidn among
. these Bets of‘Findings. Some adjacent levels do, however, seem
"lnt8nconnected,'such,as the first two: <characterizations of
the individual and attributions of dimensiohs to each persoh.

_ Let me digress ‘a moment to make a point about Level 2.
Following the claésic'expkriment*of Bem dnd Allen {1974) on
consistency as a variable on which people differ (fox each
trait), -Kenrick and Stringfield (1980) have recently provided
empirical evidence for a proposition that we 311 can readily
accept, but that we have not recognized as a cruetal limitation
on trait attributing: For :those traits on which a person
Judges him- or herself.or is Judged to be most consistent, rel-
atively high agreement (.60 or more) is found among ratings by
self, peer, and parent, but dow agreement (about .23) for
traits judged least consistent. \This findipg sug -ests that,

‘.over varying interpersonal situations, different people are
.consistent in different respects: The general attribution of
some amount of a trait to a person is more ‘appropriate for some

~ trajts ~than for others, depending upon the person. These con- (
siderations show very clearly a fundamental limitation to the
attempt to assﬁgp degrees of a single supposedly nomothetic at-
tribute to all/persons. Perhaps we may eventually learn that,
in the conventional domain of pérsonality, the best we can do
1s find propositiond that hold for gome people in some condi-
tiotis gsome of the time. That would be pretty good, provided we
could establish to which people in what conditions each propo-
sition applied. Alternatively, we might look for laws about
the person,s consistent behpvior—;;egard ss of their content,..

Generalizability. Let us now considpr a central criterion

fqg_all regearch: external validity. *Té what extent can' the
fimdings of researth at each level bé ganeralized to other
samples of pergons, other sets of items or stimuli, and to

- other settings? The relationships found in one lab or testing -
room on one day with one set of stimuli (items of whatever) afe_

o} almost no importance in'themselves. We Want to generglize

to some larger’ domain. What domain? ‘Some times, we looge
talk‘of generalizing to ail behavior, but when pinned down, we
realize that we really only want to genetralize to behavior

under some particular set of conditions. Most of the time,
neither the researcher nqgr the reader of the research refort
specifies ‘those condfitions. A glance at the more &eveloped sci~
ences indicates that we ghould not hope to arrive at unequivocal
universal laws but' only at lahg that hold within explicated

" ' boundatry conditions.,

A major flaw in most personality research is. 1imited ex-
ternal validity, limited generalizability. Let's look at ex-
ternal validity for each level in turn. Ia Level 1 analyses,
the'findings are rea¥Yly the placing of individuals in catego—'

ries. A basic weakness hexe is the undependabilitytof such cat-
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egorixzing: different classifierg, especially when working \
from different infosmation about’ the person, do mot agree very
well. It is therefore not surprising that attenpes to predict ' -
later perfgrpan e<0f individuals have had only limited success.
And the fuxcherq)eneralization of findingse(to other samples of °
Persons holds up only fairly well. :
Regults from Level 2 apalyses of ait attributions fare
. only slightly better. Although generalizing to other groups ¢
- drawn from the same population of persons is fairly succes#ful,
cores based on one instrument do not_generalize well to other
ingtruments of the same kind, and generalize hardly at all to
» measurements using distinctly different Ygpethods.
Like Level 1, -Level 3 (inferred processes) suffers pri- ’ ' >
marily from inability to generalize across the judges, the
people wmaking inferences about the processes within persons. " '
And 1ike both-Level”1>and Level 2, it has difffculty in achiev- ° '
ing appreciable ge eralizability over results based on varying :
sets of stiMuli and settipgs. So’the external validity of as- .
! cribed dynamic processes in a single parson is very weak.
Laboratory research on inferred processes has -its own .
group of problems with external walidity. One is the matter, of
mundane realism (Carlsmith, Ellsworth, & Aronson, 1976), the //
comparability of the lab setting with anything in the real
o world[ﬁ“Suppose the investigator arouses anxiety (whatever anx-
lety 1s8) by threatening t3 administer electric shocks: To what
. could his results generalize? Have you ever, outside a psycho-
logical laboratory, been threatened with an electric shock?
Perhaps in the 'sixties, one or two of you participated,in a
demonstration that police tried to break up by using cattle
prods. Certainly such expemiences -are very rare. Yes, we have .
21l undergone anticipation of being hurt by 'a dentist, -nurse,. ¥
or doqtor, but do lab- results with shocks generalize to ‘experi- )
ences undergone for therapeutic gain? ~ And how specific dre
anticipatory.reactions to the varijous kinds of potentially
_ painful stimuli? ’ ,
- ' Level 4, the level studying processes in construing be~7
v havior, seems liKely to have. some external validity. Although
attributing at the instruction of &n investigator is not the
same as making attributions when preparing a recommendation fox
a gtudent or wheﬁ'engaged in gossiping about people (the latter
‘being natural attributing for quite different reasons), it does -/
seem likely that people go about this process in much the same
way under these diverse cirlumstances., After all, -“onstruing
behavior, or attributing, is a kind of activity that we have
practiced for years and, years, and we may well do it in the

laboratory in much the same way that we do it 1in everyday liv- e A X
ing. . ' ' T ‘ - .
.« External validiiy for results of research at Level 5 var- : "

des with the sﬁbtype. Since the werk on effefts of models usges y
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_relatively brief exposures to the models, it does seem reason-
able to expect, thmt’positive findings will generalizesto in- i
.~ stances In ti® real world where the exposure times are longer.
/Whether fimdings gbout bystanders in subvays can be generalized
* above subways to ground-level conditions is uncertain, though
the findings dsually do seem to agree with our /expectations
based onqagrsonal observations. The generalizability of field
experiments seems, a priori, to be good; the mpre so when the -
participants do not realize that they are subjects in regearch.
Resggrch at Leyel 6, on specific acts, as in sequepces in
face-to-face intergktion, seems very likely to have high exter-
nal validity, espefially if the behavior is observed very unob-
trusively apd if the findings hold for each participant stud-~ -
fed.. (In the program with which I am working with Duncan, how-
eyer, we make mo claims about generalizability, leaving it as a
matter to be determined empirically.) : .
My friends who work in petsonality laboratofes (e.g., > .
Levels 3 and 4) may object that, if the lab has been so effgcf\
tive an approach In natural science, surely it will also be in
behavioral science. Unfortunately, the two laboratory situa-
( tions differ in one fundamental respect. In the natural sci- . _ -
]  .ences, omne can produce an ideal set of conditions and obtain
. results indicatﬁng tdeal forms of laws that held more or less
outside the lab. In behgvioral science, the whole person is A
brodgpt into the lab. Although some irrelevant sources of var-
iations are controlled or even elimina ed, it is impossible to
eliminate the subject)s reactions to tlhe lab, to the experi-
menter, and to irrelevant aspects of sfimuli. It is to be re- .
gretteq_that research on these reactions and research on the ! a v
'social psychology of the psychological experiment have been all . ’ /
too successful in obtaining positive repults, in identifying
irreélevant sige effects. * . " \ .
' pproximation to a basic science. Let us turn now to con- - N
. gﬁde ng- the extent to vhich researth at each leyel approxi-
mates\the eritdria for a basic science. (Here 1is where my per-
sonal liefs and value-system really show.) In a basic sci-
ence, everything must be public and generhllyuaccessible: ' . . .
theories, conceépts, findings, methods, and research procedures,
For a s¢ience to advanae, there must be,.some consensug on each’
of these components--agreement an some theoretical proposi-.
tfons, on the labels*and definitjons for ‘some concepts, and on )
the adequacy of some methods and Drocedures. There must also . .
be some findings that can be reproduced at will (common exem~
plars, in Kuhn's terms¥. And there must be intersubjective - o
) consensus on the empirical data-“these are the foundation of ‘ ;
»hverything else. Observers must be interchangeable, rather
than coritributing noise or variance to the gata. '
' __Heke lies the reason why research at some of these levels
is not productng-a basic gcience and'cannot.gfpe to do so. As
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we have altready seen in congidering the external validity of
" each level, there is only limited agreement between observars *
producing the data used at most of the levels. There is poor :
agreement on observations-of phenomena at eaéh of the first <y :
three levels. The fourth level, processes in construing be- L i
haviors and in making attributions; has some hopg, especially
ingofar as the research is able to stay with process and avoid ' -
dealing With contents and meanings of attributions:’ ¥ '
. ' * The hope forg developing a science is strongegt for Level ' ¥
) 6 and fairly strqu\for Level 5. At Level 6, unlikk the first ) ~\_ ;
three levels, we can agree on the pheromena that we Jark trying .
to study and understand, on the categories for classifying be-" I ’
haviors, anhd on the abtual_qlgssifications,of actions. At this ) v - *
level, everything can be public and consensus can réeadily be.
- achieved. -It also seems true that findings can be replicated,
at least within specified conditions. -
' . I have often been misunderstood concerning Levels 1 and®
2. Although I see no hope for building a science there, I rec-_ .
ognize a vital social need for us to work at those levels, do- ' L
ing what we can to-make the quality of the social engineering
as high as pos le. ‘No matter what psychologists choose.to
~ - study, people in‘the real ‘world will be:chaigcterited, la-
«+ belled,,and Agsigned to treatments or no treatment by those who o
must make dec¥®ions pbout them.” We do have technical knowlkedge - ’
that can be brought to bear to make these decisiong, as sound as
possible, fpr the well-being of the individuals concerned and
of the tnsfgtutions (such as universities) involved. . .
) It will be apparent that the levels move steadily away
from what has been considered the usual concerns of personal- ¥ o -
. ity, that the levels move toward social psychology and human
ethology. Those concerned with understanding the domain of _
. ) personality as it has been viewed traditiqna 1y may;werf ask _ 4
‘ whether later lévels, especially Level 6 with its -att®™htion to
short actions, will ever throw any light on the'traditional do-
main.. I believe it-will.. ¥ believe it will help ps to under-
stand the basically subjective experiences that constitute the
field of personality by showing us something about the factors
. affacting' those experiences. If we can gain some understanding
P of what is happening from moment to moment, we may learn how
i, RN impressions are developed~-impressions and other cpgnitive con-
- tent about behavior and people that i's personality, that con- . .
stitute the phenomena we find so intriguing in both our lay and '
‘our professional lives. & ‘ ) .
So at some levels, we can have ¥aluable engineering disci- . iy I
"\ pliness at btheg levels, zhexe will be systematic sgholarly
work in theZ%umanistic tradition. A major thesis of this paper
1s. that each of us must identify the phenomeéna he or .ghe is, , ' !
trying to upderstand and the general.method being used, and : o
. must determiné what kind of analysis and understanding ve ’\\\
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akpire to. I am sure that many will reject my criterfa for
acteﬁce and will igsist that what they are-doing is scientffic
work. Those who want to assign a different definition to ‘the
term, gcilence, have every right to do so. But all of us have
the right to” require that ohy colleéagues define their terms,
that they tell us what they 'mean by science, that they make ex-

plicit their cr;terié for sciemtific research. .To make any' -

progresg in the daomain of Agrsonality, iL_is'absoluter essen—
- tial that each investigator be quite clear about what he 'qr she
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is trying, to do and that each mqbk explicit and make public
their phenomena, their methods, and thediy goalg. . .
P References " )
Bem, D. J., Allen, A. On predi¢ting some of the people some
. of 'the time: The gearch: for ﬁrogs—situational consistencies

in behavior.’ gﬁychologicaf'Review,.1974, 81, 506-520.

Carlsmith, J. M., Ellsworth, P. C.,:& Aronson?—b. Methods of
researth in social psychology. - ading, Mass:: Addison-
Wesley, 1976. - ' ' ‘

”

Duntan, S., Jr., & Fiske, D. W. Face to-face interaction: Re-

search, methods, and theory. ﬁ?Tishale, N.J.: Erlbaum (J.
Wiley), 1977.

Duncan, §., Jr., Brunner, L. J., & Fiske, D. W. Strategy sig-

nals in face-to-face.interaction. Journal ‘of Pergonality .
n&”Sgcial Psychol&gy, 1979, 37, 301-313. - .
Fiske, p. W. Strategies for personality research: ,The gbser-
" Yation versus Interpretation of bdhaviorl. San Francisco:

Jossey-Bass, 1978. ( ) '

Fiske, D. W. A demonstration of the value of interchangeable
dbservers. -Journaliof Behavioral Assessm?ht, 1979, 1, 2 )1
258. ) Y . :

Kenrick, D. T., &8 ringfield, D. O. ‘Personality traits 'and
the eye of the hdholder: Crossing some traditional philo-
sophical bounQarie in hhe search for consistency in all Qf
the people' Psychological Rewiew, 1980, 87, 88-104.

Kuhn, T. S. The structure of scientific revolutijons (2md ed.).

. Chicago:! University of Chicago Press, 1910.

+ -0 N

L]

A
[t

T s
-

E
I
N
Lo
<
A
I
3




